popular cinema achieved a level of international exposure and success it had not experienced since the silent era. 2 The genres most associated with this period include the peplum. 3 Produced between 1957 and 1965 these mythological action films highlighted the display of the bodies of their leading men, usually cast as heroes from Greco-Roman legend and ancient history. Many of the peplum stars were bodybuilders, often with little or no acting experience, and the majority were from the United States. Dressed in minimal costumes that emphasized their physiques, these performers were placed in narratives of challenge, contest, conflict and ordeal, the hero pitted against tyrannical forces which he would overcome at the climax. The peplum foregrounded the muscular male body as an instrument of self-reliance, liberation and moral authority. This celebration of male physical strength struck a chord with both Italian and international audiences, not least because the peplum reaffirmed the worth of individual male power -and potency -at a time when radical social, economic and political transformation, in Italy and elsewhere, was generating a sense of instability and corresponding anxiety (as discussed further below).
While Hercules is regarded as the first of the peplum cycle, the origins of the genre can be traced back to the silent era. Italian cinema produced a number of classical epics during this period, including The Fall of Troy/La caduta di Troia (1912 ), Quo Vadis? (1912 and Cabiria (1914) (Bondanella, 2001: 3) . Several of these include a muscle-bound man of action, often as a sidekick to the conventional romantic hero. Quo Vadis? features Ursus (Latin for 'bear'), while Cabiria introduced the character of Maciste (Bartolomeo Pagano), who went on to appear in a series of spin-off films. 4 Peter Bondanella cites Maciste as an undoubted forerunner of the peplum genre (2001: 6). Few classical epics were made in Italy after the First World War, when the industry was hit by an economic crisis (6). However, the late 1940s and early 1950s saw two developments in the American film industry that proved significant for the Italian cinema: the revival of the biblical epic and the relaunch of Hollywood production in Italy.
5 Faced with a post-war decline in audiences and the growing threat of competition from television, US studios needed to rethink their production strategies. The success of Samson and Delilah (1949) , which featured 'beefcake' star Victor Mature as the muscular hero of extraordinary strength, suggested there was a market for large-scale epics that offered a level of opulence and spectacle impossible on the small screen. Around the same time, American studios looked for a way of reclaiming 'frozen' revenue from the Italian market which could not be repatriated under currency control laws (Nowell-Smith
